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Communications:  A Good Thing
By Pat Cannon

Since we began our Vision 2020 Initiative nearly 10 years ago, we’ve taken several steps to open up communications throughout the agency, as well as with our partners, stakeholders, and consumers.  One of the more interesting products of our effort to improve communications was the creation of the MCB Communications Committee in 2000, an eight-member committee which is representative of all MCB offices, regions, and programs.

Each committee member serves for one year and is then succeeded by another individual from the same office or program.  Persons volunteering to serve on the committee are generally not in supervisory positions and, since our first meeting of June 2000, 74 individual staff members have participated.  Our meetings are usually on the first Wednesday of each even-numbered month and run from 10:00 to 2:00, at the Victor Building in Lansing, with some members participating via telephone.

By design, we have no agenda for the meetings and no minutes or formal summaries are distributed, although we surely encourage all committee members to freely share what goes on in our meetings.  The reason we choose not to have formal agendas or minutes is to encourage spontaneity and openness in our dialogue, and we encourage each person to talk about anything they like and to ask any questions on just about anything, including any rumors they may have heard.  In my view, talking about rumors provides an opportunity to seek facts and truth in order to help avoid misunderstanding.

For the last hour of our meetings, we are joined by members of the MCB Executive Management Team (EMT) to help with further exploration of topics raised earlier in the day.  I truly look forward to these bi-monthly meetings and the chance it gives me to get better acquainted with our staff and, according to feedback from individuals who have served on the committee, it also gives everyone a chance to get to know each other better, as well as gaining a better understanding of all of our programs and services.

If you’ve not yet served on the Communications Committee and would be interested in doing so, please let your manager or supervisor know of your interest.  I’d be pleased to have you join us!

Commission is AFB Senior Site Agency of the Month

This month the Michigan Commission for the Blind is the featured Agency of the Month on the American Foundation for the Blind’s website for seniors, known as AFB Senior Site at www.afb.org/seniorsite. Launched in April 2007, AFB Senior Site is designed to help families, service providers, and people directly affected by vision loss.  The site has served hundreds of thousands of visitors.  The American Foundation for the Blind is a national nonprofit whose priorities include broadening access to technology; elevating the quality of information and tools for the professionals who serve people with vision loss; and promoting independent and healthy living for people who are blind or visually impaired by providing relevant and timely resources.


Throughout July, the website will feature articles about MCB services for seniors, an MCB client success story, and the opportunity to post questions and receive answers from MCB rehabilitation staff.  From mid-July to mid-August, the site will also feature a helpful tip for living with vision loss provided by MCB staff, specifically, how to get food onto a fork or spoon more easily by using a piece of toast or similar item as a “pusher.”
In a recent MCB news release, Pat Cannon welcomed this opportunity to share information about the commission’s services for seniors, saying, “No one should have to live in a nursing home simply because of sight loss.  Yet, tens of thousands of older Americans who are experiencing diminishing vision are facing the possibility of institutionalization because they do not have access to information and basic services which would enable them to live independently and productively.”  By working with AFB Senior Site this month, MCB staff will be able to provide more seniors with information on MCB’s services.  MCB volunteers working on the project include Pat Angerman, Marcie Brink-Chaney, Taletha Crawley-Asibey, Sherry Gordon, Connie Henshaw, Tina Hoy, Holly Mahony-Bierlein, Lisa Marchione, Roberta McCall, Betty Rush, and Susan Turney.
Summer in the City Offers Students Valuable Experiences

By Bernie Kramer

The 2009 Summer in the City program in the Grand Rapids area has come to a close, and once again the program was a success with students learning important skills and having a great time.  We had students from Kent, Ottawa and Wexford counties, and the classes included arts and crafts, pottery, orientation and mobility, and GPS navigation.  The students also rode in a popular hybrid auto.  They learned how the car ran on batteries, and they discussed the “greening” initiative.  They job-shadowed at Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park and met the gardens and park President and CEO Mr. David S. Hooker.  
In addition, the students did an exercise that simulated renting an apartment with three different incomes coming in from jobs.  Most were surprised how much food money had to be budgeted!
I brought back notes from various students who wanted me to pass along various ideas to their MCB counselors or their intermediate school districts.  The students were enthusiastic about their experiences, and it appears that Summer in the City 2009 was a success again this year.

MCB Training Center Observes “Take Your Child to Work Day”
By Marla Neubaum
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Photo: Take Your Child to Work Day participants at the MCB Training Center’s Industrial Arts Center, left to right, back row, Kyle Grover, Dan Grover, Lee Greenacre, Isaac Swager.  Front row, Kaitlyn Harris, Matthew Harris, Alex Kisiel, Ellie Kisiel, Olivia Moss, Brenden Neubaum.
This fun day of learning was a joint effort of the Kalamazoo Field Office and the MCB Training Center on “Take Your Child to Work Day” on April 24.  Approximately 15 children participated during the day. They consisted of children, grandchildren and godchildren of MCB staff members, including:

· Kyle Grover, age 10, son of MCBTC Maintenance Supervisor Dan Grover
· Matthew Harris, age 12, and Kaitlyn Harris, age 10, son and daughter of Kalamazoo Rehabilitation Teacher/Counselor Shannon McVoy.  

· Aleksander Kisiel, age 9, and Elliana Kisiel, age 7, son and daughter of Kalamazoo Rehabilitation Counselor Lisa Kisiel
· Olivia Moss, age 6, granddaughter of Corda Moss, executive secretary to the MCB Training Center director

· Brenden Neubaum, age 8, grandson of Kalamazoo Office Administrative Assistant Marla Neubaum
· Isaac Swager, age 12, godson of MCBTC Rehabilitation Teacher Betty Lujan Roberts
MCB Training Center Kitchen Assistant Leatrice Fullerton’s daughter and MCB Training Center Domestic Services Aide Marla McClure’s two granddaughters also participated.

 

The children’s day started out with a tour around the training center and the Kalamazoo Regional offices.  Each room was explained to the children and how it related to blindness.  They got to see where the adults they came with work and what they do.  Next, the children met in the Industrial Arts room.   Trades Instructor Lee Greenacre and Maintenance Supervisor Dan Grover worked with the children on a beautiful wooden pen holder.  Each child was able to use the power tools with adult supervision.  They were very impressed with how much fun this class was!  They worked on their project with the understanding that they would come back and finish it later in the day.  When that was completed the children were able to go to the Business Enterprise Program (BEP) room and purchase a snack or two from the BEP operators.  The children learned all about the BEP program.  After snack time, the children enjoyed a fun scavenger hunt.  They were divided up in teams and had a questionnaire to complete.  The children went all around the training center asking questions of staff and students. The team to have their sheet completed first was the winning group.   The children enjoyed this very much.  When the hunt was over, the children had some time in the gym to let off a little energy.  
Soon it was lunch time.  The staff members working in the cafeteria prepared a wonderful lunch consisting of hot dogs, onion rings, fruit, vegetables, and dessert.  One child enjoyed the lunch so much that he wanted our cafeteria staff to come and work at his school.  When lunch time was over, the children went into Betty Lujan-Roberts’ class for their Braille lesson.  The children learned the basic Braille alphabet and also got to see a couple students read and write Braille.  
Next the children went on a mobility lesson led by orientation and mobility  instructor Pam Crooks along with a couple of students.  They walked with a guide dog and used a cane.  
Later, the children really enjoyed the ride they received from the maintenance staff on the tractor.  

Soon it was time to wrap up the day.  The children all got little prizes for all their hard work and participation.  They were able to go to the industrial arts  center to finish and pick up their projects.  Needless to say, all the children were pretty worn out by the end of the day and had really learned a lot about blind rehabilitation.  
Two days later the youngest member of the group noticed the bump dots on a drink she had from McDonalds.  She told her mom proudly that this was Braille.  
A special thanks to Christine Boone, director of the training center, and Sherry Gordon, assistant manager of the West Region, for helping to make this special day happen.  

Kalamazoo MCB Staff Participate in School’s Diversity Training
MCB was one of five organizations from the Battle Creek and Kalamazoo area that collaborated to provide a day of sensitivity diversity training to Riverside Elementary School students and staff.  In addition to staff from the MCB Kalamazoo Regional Office, Community  Inclusive Recreation, Calhoun Intermediate School District, DeafLINK, and Parent-2-Parent gave presentations on the services they provide.  The day concluded with the third- and fourth-grade students developing a Declaration of Inclusion Statement for the school.  

2009 Great Lakes Folk Festival: Entertaining, Exciting, and Accommodating
By Christine Movalson
Editor’s note:  Christine Movalson, a former student at the MCB Training Center, will return to Michigan State University this fall to continue her studies for a career in writing.  She has written several articles for recent issues of MCB Insight.  This article provides details on a highly accessible upcoming event known throughout the Great Lakes area.
For anyone looking to plan a spectacular summer’s day outing, the search stops here.  Get yourself, friends, and family to downtown East Lansing this August for the Great Lakes Folk Festival, taking place on August 7, 8, and 9 across from the Michigan State University (MSU) campus.  This event is sure to be a fun time, with something for everyone.  Even more enticing is the fact that it will be a learning experience for all who attend.  Most exciting is that the festival is equipped to accommodate visually impaired attendees.

Working with the Capital Center for Independent Living and MSU Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities (MSU RCPD), the festival committed to maintaining a fully accessible site.  Supported by a grant from The Capital Region Community Foundation, and the generosity of Air Way Oxygen and MSU RCPD, the event supplies audio compact discs of the program book and schedule, golf carts and wheelchairs for transportation, wheelchair ramps, and Braille schedules and program books.  Other offerings include designated seating at each stage and volunteer guides to escort visitors around the site.

According to Marsha MacDowell, Great Lakes Folk Festival founding director and MSU Museum curator of folk arts, “The festival is a one-of-a-kind event and a special celebration in our community—a fusion of arts fair, music festival, county fair, hands-on activity workshops, living museum exhibitions, and showcase of multi-ethnic heritage."
This award-winning event is an experience that is enlightening and memorable, and one that advocates and inspires appreciation and further learning about different cultures, traditions, and ways of life.  The occasion is expected to draw more than 90,000 visitors throughout the weekend to celebrate culture, tradition, and community. GLFF was named the state's top public humanities program by the Michigan Humanities Council, and the event received an artistic excellence grant from the National Endowment for the Arts to help produce this year's activities.  
At this event, your experience will include the roots, the rhythms, and the richness of music, dance, and culture from across America and around the world.  You will be able to involve yourself in cultural traditional music, food, dance, crafts, art, customs, and holiday rituals and activities.  Festival highlights this year include Taste of Traditions Foodway (regional and ethnic foods in abundance!) and MSU Press Children’s Book Festival, celebrating the state’s bounty of children’s books, authors, and illustrators and the story-telling that is so important to their future.  In addition to more than 50 musical presentations, the weekend features artist showcases, demonstrations and meet-the-artist sessions.  Another festival favorite is the "Traditions Showcase," where musicians from different groups take the stage together for impromptu sessions featuring traditions, techniques, instruments and influences.

The Great Lakes Folk Festival is produced by the Michigan Traditional Arts Program at the Michigan State University Museum. The Michigan State University Museum was founded in 1857 and is Michigan's natural and cultural history museum and the state's first Smithsonian Institution affiliate.  The Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., is the world's largest museum and research complex, and the MSU Museum now works with the Smithsonian to develop new programs for the Great Lakes Folk Festival and other museum initiatives.  Its research, education, exhibition, and outreach programs serve all of Michigan.  Located on the MSU campus, on West Circle Drive and next to Beaumont Tower, the museum is open seven days a week, free of charge. 

Festival hours are Friday, August 7, from 6:00 p.m. to 10:30 p.m.; Saturday, August 8, from noon to 10:30 p.m.; and Sunday, August 9, from noon to 6:00 p.m.  For more information, call the MSU Museum at (517) 432-GLFF (4533) or learn more at http://www.greatlakesfolkfest.net and on Facebook.  Admission to the MSU Museum's Great Lakes Folk Festival is free.  Donations are appreciated.
Thank you to Lora Helou, Communications Director of the MSU Museum, for providing information for this article.—C.M.
Letters 

Shawnese Laury-Johnson, MCB East Region Assistant Manager, received a card from Seedlings Braille Books for Children, which said, in part:

“We would like to let you know that we have received a very kind donation in your honor . . . . We will use this gift to subsidize the cost of producing our Braille books for blind children, and a book will be designated in your name!
“Our long-term goal is to help raise the literacy rate among children who are blind by providing high-interest, low-cost books in Braille.  At this time, less than 20% of the 50,000 blind children in the United States are proficient in Braille.  All too often, the written work has been inaccessible to them, and this is what we are working to change.

“We hope that you enjoy knowing that this gift will certainly touch the lives of some very special children!”

MCB Staff News
Cherice Castor is the new Rehabilitation Counselor for Macomb County, covering the area Bob Arnold previously served.  Cherice is a Certified Rehabilitation Counselor (CRC), a Limited Licensed Psychologist (LLP), and a Certified School Guidance Counselor. She earned her bachelor’s degree in Speech-Language Pathology from Wayne State University.  She also earned her master’s in Rehabilitation Counseling and School Counseling from Wayne State.  For the past four years, she worked for Michigan Rehabilitation Services in the Flint Office. Her e-mail address is castorc@michigan.gov, and her phone number is 313-456-1651. 

Mobility Instructor Pam Crooks is the newest employee at the MCB Training Center, as of June 1.   For the past several months, Pam has acted as a long-term substitute in the position vacated by the retirement of Ken Smedley in January.  Pam’s transition to her new position was certainly made easier by the fact that she and her students already know each other.  Pam’s e-mail address is crooksp@michigan.gov, and her phone number is 269-337-3858.

Rehabilitation Teacher Ed Haines of the MCB Escanaba office was honored on May 21 by WLUC TV-6 (NBC, Negaunee) on the evening news as an “UPsider”—someone in the U.P. who goes out of his way to help others.   Ed was nominated by his Escanaba MCB colleague, Rehabilitation Counselor Christine Pada, with this letter:  

“I believe Ed Haines should be nominated due to his time and talent in the service of people with vision impairments across the entire U.P.  Ed works for the Michigan Commission for the Blind and he has been doing two jobs for the last year due to retirement of a co-worker.  Ed provides services to older blind individuals so they can be as independent in their daily lives as possible.  He travels all over the U.P. to help make their lives a lot easier by teaching them new skills such as adaptive cooking skills, using low vision devices, talking watches, and how to use a white cane. His work has helped many be able to stay in their homes instead of having to move and live in a nursing home.  As Ed's coworker, it is my recommendation that Ed be considered as an ‘UPsider.’
James Hull is the Business Enterprise Program’s new Assistant Manager, filling the position previously held by Constance Zanger.  For more than four years, James has been the BEP Promotional Agent working out of the Flint office.  He began working in his new position at the Lansing office on June 2.  His e-mail address is still hullj@michigan.gov, and his new phone number is 517-373-2064.  
Ray Kirklin shared the spotlight with Dora the Explorer and an unidentified owl at the Paula Pirnstill Memorial Health and Safety Fair April 18 at Farwell High School, where MCB sponsored a booth.  According to Beth White, Dora and the owl had no comments.
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  Photo:  Ray Kirklin with Dora the Explorer and an unidentified six-foot-tall owl.

Carrie Martin went to a recent Leadership Council meeting with Pat Cannon.  To her surprise, she was presented with a certificate and a card from DELEG Director Skip Pruss that said, “I’d like to take a moment to express my most sincere gratitude for the time and effort you dedicate to your office.  Your willingness to reach out to your colleagues, perform extra duties as needed, and step up as a leader in the organization is essential to the success of the Michigan Commission for the Blind.  Your outstanding contribution is a testament to the character, generosity, commitment, and excellence of State of Michigan employees.  I want to personally thank you for your devotion and for going above and beyond the amazing work that you already do for our department and the State of Michigan.”  Carrie called the recognition “a huge surprise and an honor.”

The former Amber Pike is now Amber Silvey, having recently married Jon Silvey, as noted in the September 2008 MCB Insight.  Her new email is silveya@michigan.gov.

Danielle Smith is now a state employee and MCB Rehabilitation Counselor, picking up the caseload and territory formerly served by Debbie Wilson in what is now the Central Region.  Danielle has been with MCB for eight years and will now be covering Genesee, Lapeer, Tuscola, Huron, Sanilac and St. Clair counties in addition to Saginaw, Livingston and Shiawassee.  Danielle recently completed her master’s degree in Rehabilitation Counseling from Michigan State University.  2009 has been a very busy year for Danielle, whose daughter Jenelle is looking forward to her first birthday in a few months.
Jim Unger is the new Rehabilitation Teacher at the Escanaba office.  He arrived in MCB with exceptional credentials, having worked for the North Central Technical College of Wisconsin’s Training Center in Wausau.   He will handle the Independent Living Program in the Upper Peninsula, along with Ed Haines. Jim is already settled with his family in Escanaba.  He says he moved during one of the hottest weeks the Upper Peninsula has had in a long time.  Jim’s e-mail address is ungerj@michigan.gov, and his phone number is 906-789-6897.
MCB Staff Profile:  Lee Greenacre
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Photo:  Lee Greenacre
Industrial Arts Instructor Lee Greenacre began working at the MCB Training Center on January 27.  
Lee saw the job posting online when he was teaching building construction at the Saginaw Career Complex, and he applied for the position.  Although he’s been learning building construction and industrial arts since he was 11 years old, Lee notes, “This is my first job working specifically with people who are blind and visually impaired.  My two weeks of training as a new MCB staff person under the blindfold working with the center’s former industrial arts instructor, Jim Baird, were particularly insightful.”

Growing up in Clare, Lee started learning building construction when he was in fifth grade.  “My dad, my grandpa, and my uncles were my teachers,” said Lee.  His grandfather had a machine shop and was a machine tool operator and a farmer.  Among his uncles, one was a plumber and electrician, one was a builder, and the other was a skilled trade operator.  His dad did part-time building and worked full-time at Oldsmobile. 

Even though Lee seemed destined for work building things, his hometown has seemed less of a sure thing.  Moving 10 times in nine years, Lee has resided in Clare, Gladwin, Dodge City, Farwell, Williamston, Mt. Pleasant, and Lansing—and he’ll soon add Kalamazoo to the list.
Reflecting on the atmosphere at the training center, Lee says, “After four and a half months, I can tell you that I like the students.  I like the environment that’s provided here for the students to learn in.  All the students help each other.  It’s a very nurturing environment, with teachers, students, and everyone helping.”  

Lee enjoys the role of industrial arts at the center as a confidence-builder.  He says, “It expands the students’ feeling of competence, and it allows the students to follow up with a significant degree of independence.”

Lee says, “I just ask the student, ‘What would you like to make?’  We’ve had students make clocks, jewelry boxes, spice racks, bird feeders, shoe racks, quilt racks, and more.  We help them assess their own skill level, develop a plan, go over the plan, and then design their own project.  Whatever they need or want, we typically can devise what they want, draw a plan, and do it.  A few students have had experience with woodworking—just a few—but most have no experience, and almost everyone is new to woodworking as a person who is blind or visually impaired.”
Lee says that the most challenging thing about his job is the budget, a challenge that’s certainly not unique to the training center.  Said Lee, “We need an air cleaner for the dust, specific tools like a dovetailer for making dovetail joints, and other tools that would be standard for a vocational setting.  We have some of that stuff.  We also need more storage.  Students build the projects they choose, and the projects are not always small.”  
When asked about his free time activities, Lee exclaims, “I spend all my time commuting from Lansing!  When I do have some free time, I spend it with my wife and nine-month old son.  I also do a little woodworking.”

Although most of his career training has come from a lifetime of working alongside the skilled builders and craftsmen in his family, Lee also has a master’s degree from Saginaw Valley State University in administration with an emphasis in curriculum.  He did his student teaching in Australia on his first of two trips to that island continent.  Lee says, “I use everything I’ve learned from all of my training and experiences.”
If you want to contact Lee for woodworking tips, recommendations for hiring a moving company, or travel advice for your next vacation in Australia, you can reach him at greenacrel@michigan.gov or 269-337-3201.
MCB Insight  is a bimonthly e-mail newsletter published by the Michigan Commission for the Blind (MCB) and distributed to MCB staff during the first week of odd-numbered months.  If you have articles or ideas for MCB Insight, please send them to Susan Turney at turneys@michigan.gov anytime.  Your suggestions and comments are welcome.  This publication is available in alternative formats upon request to persons with disabilities.

Contributors and others assisting with this issue:  Christine Boone, Pat Cannon, Sherry Gordon, Lee Greenacre, Bernie Kramer, Shawnese Laury-Johnson, Carrie Martin, Christine Movalson, Marla Neubaum, Christine Pada, Amber Pike, Beth White, and Constance Zanger. 
Editor:  Susan Turney, Communications & Outreach Coordinator, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DELEG.
Associate Editor:  Bob Robertson, Manager of Organizational Development, Michigan Commission for the Blind, DELEG

The Michigan Commission for the Blind, a part of the Michigan Department of Energy, Labor & Economic Growth, is an equal opportunity employer/program.  

Michigan Commission for the Blind

Michigan Department of Energy, Labor & Economic Growth

201 N. Washington Square, 2nd floor

P.O. Box 30652

Lansing, MI 48909

Voice (toll-free) 1-800-292-4200

TTY (toll-free) 1-888-864-1212

www.michigan.gov/mcb
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